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THE REAL RIGHTS OF WOMEN. 

BY MKS. EOSE TERBY COOKE. 



There is so much said of late years about the " Eights of 
Women " that the phrase has become to some women a terror and 
a disgust ; though a certain class have made it a war-cry, and 
attached to it a meaning and an importance alike unwarranted 
and unpleasant. 

Those who thus clamor for their " rights " mean by that 
phrase, to express the matter succinctly, the rights of women to be 
men. It is useless here either to ignore or contend with their dog- 
mas, for in the end they will inevitably expose their own futility 
and presumption. It would be simple folly to notice the effort of 
a botanist to transform all the currant-bushes in the country into 
oak-trees; and no man or set of men would attempt to train cats to 
the duties and offices of dogs : ridicule would extinguish their es- 
says and contempt be their portion. The Creator who peopled 
the earth with various sorts of animals, and made it beautiful 
with forests and flowers, each bearing seed according to its kind, 
when he also created man to rule over them, made also a distinc- 
tion in humanity. " Male and female created he them," and no 
puny struggles of the race can nullify his original purpose. But in 
all this clamor, and the just scorn with which the more rational 
portion of the race treat it, there has been little or no attention 
paid to the fact that women — as women — have certain rights of 
their own coexistent with their position in life, which are too apt 
to be ignored by the men with whom they are associated in any 
relation. Let us examine a few of these rights, which ought to be 
self-evident both to men and women. 

First — A woman has a right to respect, as a woman, as long 
as she respects herself. It is true that it is difficult for men to do 
this when the spirit of the age is against such an opinion. We 
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find the newspapers full of skits at women : their folly, their ex- 
trayagance, their ignorance, their shortcomings as mothers, wives, 
girls in society, especially mothers-in-law and "old maids," are 
the theme of story and illustration everywhere. And it is not 
women who write these stories or sketch these illustrations, but 
men who have mothers, sisters, and wives of their own. Any 
true and manly man should show respect to women for the sake 
of his own mother — the mother who bore him at the risk of her 
very life in cruel anguish and intolerable terror; who reared him 
with a mother's patience through his helpless infancy and ungrate- 
ful childhood : for this office alone should he respect the sex to 
which he owes so much. And the man whose wife has borne 
him a family of children should be branded by society as he is by 
God if he treats that wife with less respect and honor than he 
would the noblest and greatest among men. Yet the world 
swarms with men who rob women of this inalienable right all 
their wretched lives ; who treat their mothers and their wives 
with contumely and cruelty. All women know this to be true, 
and resent in their hearts the contempt of their husbands and 
brothers and sons. This it is that drives them thoughtlessly into 
a struggle to remodel the laws of the land through the doubtful 
expedient of woman suffrage, through which they hope to re- 
form the laws in their favor. A little calm reflection would show 
them that any law is worthless that is not enforced by public 
opinion or public and pressing need. Yearly our legislatures 
enact laws that are daily broken. Who keeps the dog laws, the 
liquor laws, the laws of trespass, and numerous other statutes ? 
Laws deliberately broken are worse than useless ; they are the 
seeds of rebellion and anarchy ; and no human law will help 
women to abrogate divine edicts. The only hope of women lies in 
the training of their sons : the boy who is taught from infancy to 
obey and respect his parents will be worth more to the cause 
of true " women's rights " than a whole code of legal enactments. 
Second — Women have a right to care and consideration on 
the score of their physical organization. However eager and 
voluble is the clamor of the " Women's Eights" party to be 
placed on an equality with men, the very laws of Nature laugh 
at such a reasonless demand. Can a woman, even an abnormally- 
strong woman, do the hard, rough work of the world ? Can 
women construct railways, canals, houses, sail ships, clear away 
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forests, become pioneers of civilization, or explore remote places 
of the earth ? Could a woman do what Stanley has done ? Could 
she even perform the labor of a common " navvy," who digs all 
day, week after week, year after year ? Every woman knows, if 
she would only allow it, that this is impossible. Men have an 
incontrovertible argument against this equality in " their dynamic 
reasons of stronger bones," and every man knows that women are 
"the weaker sex" by reason of their physical constitution : there- 
fore I say that women have a right to care and consideration on 
this account. But do they get it ? Where is the man, among 
the working class especially, who will not let his wife, his 
mother, his daughter, or his sister overwork herself for his sup- 
port or his aggrandizement ? The records of our lunatic asy- 
lums fully bear out this statement : one-third of their female 
patients come from farms, where they rise early and go to rest 
late, working incessantly through winter and summer, no matter 
what is their physical condition ; bearing and rearing children 
through it all ; uncheered by recreation, unsolaced by rest ; not 
so much considered as the herded cows or the stabled horses, for 
these animals cost hard-earned money, but a woman can be had 
for the asking, and worked like a slave without wages. It is a 
mistaken economy that deprives women of the kindness and care 
that should lighten their burdens and assuage their anxiety. 
Men assume toward them the attitude of the immortal Bagnet 
toward his capable wife, — 

"I never saw the old girl's equal! But I never own to it before 
her. Discipline must be maintained !" 

A few kind words, a little appreciation, even a frank acknowl- 
edgment of the work she has done, are like reviving balm to 
weak and weary women ; it pays to praise us — we are so foolishly 
fond of kind words. 

"A merry heart goes all the day; 
Your sad one tires in a mile-a!" 

And is not this small and easily-rendered wage, which benefits 
the giver as well as the receiver, a true right of every woman ? . 
Third — A woman has a right to her own religious opinions and 
preferences ; but how rarely is it accorded to her. The married 
woman almost inevitably leaves her own church and goes with 
her husband, whether he is a member of the church he attends or 
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not. Daughters, too, come to years of discretion, whatever may 
be their opinions or their wishes, are almost always expected to go to 
church with their parents. Indeed, not long since I read a pam- 
phlet in defence of a certain sect, of which the opening argument 
was that people should always go to church where their parents 
did ! This extraordinary reasoning, which in its full extent would 
render futile all endeavors to convert Romanists, Jews, infidels, 
or even hereditary heathen, to a better way than that in which 
their ancestors walked, is carried out in too many families to-day. 
It is as much a woman's right as a man's to select the denomina- 
tion to which she will belong. 

Fourth — Every mother-woman has a right to share in the de- 
cisions of the father concerning their children's education. It is 
impossible for a man engaged in the active business of life, sepa- 
rated from his children during the weekdays and not extremely 
intimate with them on Sundays, to understand their characters as 
well as the mother, who is their daily friend and guide. She 
knows how the timid and sensitive nature of one of her girls un- 
fits her for fighting her way through a public school ; while the 
courage, alacrity, and self-confidence of another will thrive in 
such a conflict with others, and find its true level there. She 
knows that the dreamy, studious boy, who does not care for ath- 
letic sports or mathematical problems, but spends his leisure in 
the fields inspecting stones with his geological hammer, hunting 
for floral specimens, impaling rare and curious insects round the 
crown of his hat, is meant to be a professor of natural sciences ; 
while his sturdy, hearty young brother, always "trading "and 
" dickering " with his fellows, standing high in his arithmetic 
class, and with a keen eye for his just share in " treats," will be a 
successful merchant. To the unacquainted father these are gen- 
eralized as boys and girl ^ he is just as likely as not to insist on 
putting the naturalise into a dry-goods shop and trying to make 
a clergyman of the sharp boy ; and it is here that the mother's 
right to advise, and even insist, comes in ; it is the right of 
superior knowledge, and should be willingly conceded to her. 

Fifth — A woman has a right to choose her own husband. To 
her belong all the consequences of .such a choice. It is well to 
offer advice, to set before her the true character of the man she 
elects to marry, and thereby to clear your own conscience, — ^the 
only good result, as a general thing, of such advice ! — but to at- 
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tempt coercion of any sort is a fatal error. Marriage is the great 
disciplinary institution of the sexes, and its general trend and 
special detail cannot be averted or avoided by the average man 
and woman. To women a mistake in this matter is a mistake 
that involves portentous consequences, and no reasonable man or 
woman should be willing to take the great responsibility of di- 
recting or forcing that choice which will make or mar a whole 
life. The angelic young women in modern novels, who marry 
men they loathe to save a father or a brother from deserved 
shame or pecuniary ruin, are not and should not be the women of 
real life. " Thou shalt not do evil that good may come" is a 
divine truth, and ought to be impressed on the minds of our 
girls. But there is little danger that they will to-day indulge in 
such self-sacrifice; their end and aim are chiefly to " have a good 
time," and if they mistake the way to that end they learn a great 
and stern lesson, which may educate them for the eternal future. 
Therefore, as it is a purely individual matter, concerning the par- 
ties thereto far more than any one else, I contend that it is the 
inalienable right of every woman to select her own husband and 
take the consequences on her own shoulders. 

Sixth — A woman should be allowed to choose her own phy- 
sician. This seems on its face to be a trivial matter, but it is 
one that involves much suffering or much comfort, and is inti- 
mately connected with her health — that greatest of earthly bless- 
ings. For women, particularly in illness, are nervous, fastidious, 
and susceptible to odd impressions and strange fancies to an ex- 
tent no man can comprehend. A sick man is cross or stupid ; if 
he is that vara avis, a patient sufferer, he is also silent and grate- 
ful ; but a woman fidgets, cries, exhausts herself with imaginary 
terrors and apprehensions, and looks forward to her physician's 
visits with disgust or delight, as the case may be. If she is so 
unfortunate as to dislike the aspect, the manner, the voice of the 
most skilful doctor to be had, he will do her little good : she will 
not tell him her symptoms ; she will resent his lightest touch ; 
she will probably refuse to take his prescriptions, or find some 
means of disposing of his pills and potions wide of their due 
destination ; while if she likes the face and speech of another, 
much less skilful it may be, his presence will give her comfort, 
allay her nervous exasperation, and soothe her terrors ; her pulse 
will grow quiet, her restlessness subside, and she will accept his 
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doses with that faith in their efficacy which adds so much to the 
power of all drugs, and invests the tiniest sugary pellets with all- 
powerful virtues. It is the petty tyranny of many men to force 
upon their households physicians of their own choosing, who are 
objectionable to their wives or daughters : it would be for the 
good of such autocrats if they reflected that this procedure 
injures themselves in its reflex action, for it only prolongs the 
invalidism of the shrinking and suffering patient, and makes the 
bills, which even autocrats detest, far heavier than they like to 
pay. Therefore, for the sake of both parties it is best — would it 
be idle to add kindest ? — for women to be allowed this useful 
right, and to choose the presence that cheers them and the face 
they trust to medicine both mind and body. 

Seventh — Every woman has a right to a home, unless 
stringent circumstances prevent. I mean to a home in the house 
of her husband or her father. This seems an unnecessary state- 
ment to many people; yet there are instances, numerous enough, 
where it applies. There may be a nominal home, where a wife 
leads such an unconsidered, down-trodden existence, so lorn and 
loveless a life, that it is no real home to her, but the dwelling of 
a captive in the grip of a tyrant ; a position where even her 
children treat her with cold contempt, and the very servants of 
the house ignore and despise her. Is this to be called a home ? 
Yet such there are ; some that I have personally known ; more of 
which I have heard. And there are parents who, for reasons they 
do not make known, exile their children from their houses ; often 
to please the caprices of other members of the family who do not 
desire to be bored or affronted by the offending member ; often 
for some freak of their own temper or perverted idea of their own 
unfilled demands. No idea of duty inspires or daunts ttiem ; 
they do not reflect that they gave existence to these children and 
owe them unfailing patience and kindness to alleviate that in- 
fliction. To deprive a boy or a girl of the shelter and refuge and 
amenities of a household to which he or she has a birthright is an 
intolerable injustice, and one that seems impossible ; yet is not. 

I once heard a man say to his wife, referring to the trouble 
his wayward daughter gave her (the daughter of his earlier mar- 
riage) : 

" I wish I could afford to send her away to school, and spare 
you this anxiety and trouble." 
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" Never ! " was the energetic reply. "Not if you were worth 
millions. She is your child, and she has a right to a home in her 
father's house ; it is my duty to make her home a shelter and 
benefit to her ; and I will, at whatever cost to myself \" 

Is not this the right thing to do ? Is a man or woman ever 
cast into such piteous and unchristian exile as when he or she 
has " no place on the earth to call home," as I heard a woman 
say once, with a voice of mortal sadness ? 

Eighth — A woman has a right to the use and control of her 
own money, whether she inherits or earns it. There is a general 
feeling among married men that women ought not to have money 
of their own ; that they should ask their masters for every cent 
they need. I have known a man to invest his wife's small portion, 
and make her come to him for every needed dollar, until, being a 
woman of spirit, she insisted on an allowance. I have known an- 
other to take the money left to his children, absolutely to be in their 
own control, and, without ever rendering them account, invest it 
in ways they knew nothing of and which proved greatly to their 
loss, long after they were of full age. They could not go to law 
with their father, as another set of heirs might have done, but 
had to bear this injustice and dishonesty as best they might. I 
have known still another, unfortunately executor of his father- 
in-law's will, to take money left his wife under that will and spend 
it as he pleased, so that when she needed and demanded it it was 
gone. And yet another who, being trustee of an estate from 
which his wife received a considerable annuity, never allowed her 
to have one cent of that income, though he was a rich man him- 
self. Nor did he ever give her any money for her own use ; she 
had a bill at the grocer's and the shoe- shop, but he bought her 
clothes without any reference to her wishes, and paid her dress- 
maker. I could multiply such instances till time failed me ; they 
are the rule rather than the exception ; and these are the humili- 
ating and painful experiences that have driven women to arise and 
fight for the chimerical rights they demand, considering those the 
real way to amend the sufferings they do not exploit. 

When men are ready to allow women their true and just rights, to 
remember the admonitions of Holy Writ, — " Husbands, love your 
wives and be not bitter against them "; "Likewise, ye husbands, 
dwell with them according to knowledge, giving honor unto the wife 
as unto the weaker vessel, and as being heirs together of the grace 
VOL. cxLix. — so. 39i. 33 
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of life, that your prayers be not hindered " (significant latter 
clause !) ; " Husbands, love your wives, even as Christ also loved 
the church and gave himself for it "; " Fathers, provoke not your 
children to wrath"; "Fathers, provoke not your children to anger, 
lest they be discouraged," — then the true rights of women will be 
achieved. We have much from pulpit and press to impress on us 
the duties of wives and children ; for it is men who preach and 
edit ; but all duty is of its own nature reciprocal, and the other 
side of these family obligations is just as stringent as that com- 
monly preached and written about. 

Looking over the social, the conjugal, the parental status of 
the sexes in this age of progress, it is sad to see that the true 
rights of women are so frequently ignored and set aside. It is 
true we owe the delay of our restoration to these God-given priv- 
ileges greatly to those *' freedom-shriekers" who forget their 
position and their womanhood, who leave their families neglected 
and their homes forsaken to rant on platforms and usurp pul- 
pits ; the women "who demand suffrage for themselves when as 
yet they are too weak and ignorant to use so mighty a weapon, 
and try to reverse the creative ordinance that did not make the 
race all men. These idle and reasonless demands react on the 
more sensible and faithful part of their own sex, and give men, 
who are so apt to be deluded by '' glittering generalities," the 
idea that all women are fools. 

I can but close this attempt to show that we women have some 
rights that ought in the name of religion and humanity to be re- 
spected, but, alas ! rarely are, with repeating what Mrs. Siddons 
said to Samuel Rogers when once her proud soul was sore at see- 
ing honors heaped upon a brother-actor which she knew she bet- 
ter deserved herself, yet never would attain, — 

" I hope, Mr. Eogers, that one day justice will be done to 
women !" 

EosB Tebby Cooke. , 



